The exercise of mapping the terrain of human rights advocacy is important for two reasons. First, the deepening cycle of human rights problems facing this strategic country is significant in and of itself. Mexico, with its formidable central government and public treasury, is far from being a failed state, yet many parts of the country are suffering from the rampant insecurity and corruption characterized by such lawless sites. The Mexican government, which positions itself as an upstanding international citizen by adopting almost every international human rights treaty and serving as a consistent and positive presence in the human rights discourse at the international level, cannot stem the tide of violations at home.
Second, this analysis has implications for the broader international human rights community. Structural asymmetries of power can affect the framing and priorities of human rights NGOs in any country, creating inertia and barriers that prevent national and local human rights actors from effectively addressing violations in a timely and effective manner.
This chapter will first explain the primary causes of "unevenness" in the terrain of human rights advocacy in Mexico. It will then provide a more detailed description of the various sets of human rights actors who operate within that terrain. The typology will initially consider the independent NGOs who serve as the "gatekeepers" in Mexico's domestic human rights movement. I use Clifford Bob's concept of gatekeeper: entities that have the power to create or certify human rights claims (2010, 6-7). I also make use of the category of "independent human rights NGOs," to distinguish them from groups with a different frame for their advocacy, and from government-dependent groups that also claim the human rights mantle. Several important Mexican human rights NGOs fall into this category because they are recognized internationally as (1) having a mission that is directly related to the promotion and protection of human rights as defined by international human rights standards, and (2) that are not dependent upon the political or financial patronage of any government. The typology will also profile other key human rights actors including government-funded national human rights institutions, international human rights funders, and international NGOs. It is clear that many actors in those categories also perform the role of gatekeepers in Mexico but for purposes of this analysis I will refer to "gatekeeper NGOs" as the self-defined, independent human rights NGOs based in Mexico.
Uneven Terrain in Human Rights Advocacy
Mapping the human rights actors in Mexico reveals various asymmetries of power. I will discuss three here. The most critical asymmetry impeding
